I will analyse below Hülegü's "letters" to al-Malik al-Nāṣir Yūsuf, the Ayyubid prince of Damascus and Aleppo. As with all the letters sent by the Ilkhans to Muslim rulers, we have no original documents, but only versions transmitted by historians, which often vary considerably amongst themselves. We have many "copies" of these letters, but it seems as though we are faced with various versions of an (or two) original letter. One immediate and rather difficult problem which faces us regards which of the various transmissions of these documents is closest to the original, and what chronology one might propose for their composition.
The Letters in their Historical Context
On the eve of the Mongol invasion, Bilād al-Shām was divided between three Ayyubid princes. The most important, al-Malik al-Nāṣir, reigned over Damascus and Aleppo. Al-Manṣūr Muḥammad ruled Ḥamā subject to al-Malik al-Nāṣir's control. The third prince, al-Mughīth ʿUmar, had established himself at Karak in Palestine in the same year that al-Malik al-Nāṣir had taken control of Damascus.3 The Mongol armies first entered dār al-islām in 628/1231 in pursuit of Jalāl al-Dīn Khwārazm-Shāh, but they did not begin to attack Ayyubid territory until 642/1244, after the defeat of the Rūm Saljuqs at Köse Dagh.4 Most of the region's rulers displayed considerable political pragmatism in the face of the Mongol threat. Many of them hastened to submit to the Great Khan of Mongolia. This was the approach that al-Malik al-Nāṣir too adopted, even before the Mongols entered Iraq. From early 641/1243-1244, according to al-Juwaynī's account, the sultans of Anatolia and Bilād al-Shām5 sent ambassadors to the Mongol representative in Azerbaijan requesting his protection.6 Then, in 643/1245-6, al-Malik al-Nāṣir sent a trusted emissary to Güyük in Qaraqorum.7 Finally, in 648/1250, the Ayyubid ruler sent a new mission to Mongolia to convey his submission to Güyük's successor Möngke. This mission was led by his minister Zayn al-Dīn al-Ḥāfiẓī, who returned to Damascus
